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Purpose of experimental auctions
• Understanding demand for 
seed and WTP.
• How much would target 
person(s) pay to obtain 
seed? Or accept to use 
seed?
• What traits and conditions 
affect this price?
Level and users of experimental auctions
Level. Groups of farmers: village, district, province, national.
Users. Seed intervention designers, implementers, 
practitioners, seed business actors.
Output and audience of experimental 
auctions
Output. Price points for 
seed of varying 
characteristics/qualities, 
estimates of market 
penetration at different 
price points. 
Willingness to pay 
models based on 
socioeconomic 
characteristics.
Audience. Anyone with 
an interest in valuing 
seed characteristics, 
pricing, and adoption 
strategies. An example output from experimental auctions held in Lao PDR (E. Delaquis, unpublished).






We will focus on the most common: a sealed bid, silent auction
Minimum sample size for 
experimental auctions
Variable and dependent on your needs. To capture a quick appreciation 
of price points and differences, a few tens or dozens of participants may 
be sufficient.
To construct a statistically sound WTP model with appropriate separation 
of different product characteristics, a sample size calculation should be 
used to ensure statistical power and often hundreds of responses are 
necessary.
μ0 and μ1: mean value from two different treatments
σ: common variance
M: number of repeated measurements (i.e., auction rounds)
ρ: correlation between observations
α: type I error, often set at 0.05
β: type II error, commonly set at 0.20
Resources for using experimental auctions
Number of people: BDM can be conducted by a 
single auctioneer with individual farmers. Group 
auctions require >3 trained staff or more 
depending on group size. 
Equipment: sample products, paper slips to bid on, 
flipchart to show all bids to the group, data 
recording sheets, survey forms.
Expertise: the design phase must be done 
thoughtfully and systematically. Auction staff 
should be well trained and sensitive to the 
method. Data analysis may require experience 
with economics / econometrics
An enumerator holds the bid recording sheet 
while the highest bidder receives her 
sweetpotato vines in Rwanda (CIP).
Timing for experimental auctions
It is important to conduct the auctions during the season of peak seed 
demand (i.e. before planting). Consider the calendars and needs of the 
farmers – they are usually only available for early morning meetings 
during harvest time. 
A cassava stem auction underway in Southern Lao PDR (E. Delaquis / Alliance).
Duration, experimental auctions
One silent auction often takes 3-4 hours if accompanied by a survey. It 
also takes time to meet with local officials, and select and gather the 
participants.
Auction group sizes should always be kept the same across the whole 
experiment; if you have more assistants the group size can be larger and 
the sample completed in fewer auctions.
A 5-province, 20-village auction in Lao PDR with 4 staff took 
approximately 12 weeks (including travel)
Steps for using experimental auctions
Step 1. Select the product(s) 
to be auctioned.
Step 2. Decide on your 
elicitation mechanism
(auction type).
Step 3. Develop your 
materials: auction scripts, 
bidding sheets.
Cassava stems for sale in Vietnam (E. Delaquis / Alliance).
Steps (continued)
Step 4. Develop a sampling design 
(and check sample size).
Step 5. Make a data entry and 
analysis plan.
Step 6. Consider gender and social 
differentiation important to your 
case.
Recording bids during Lao auctions. Note the sticky 
tape with participant number on the shoulder of the 
woman in orange (E. Delaquis / Alliance).
Steps (continued)
Step 7. Train staff carefully, including 
in trial auctions in the field.
Step 8. Execute the auctions, 
sticking to your plan as closely as 
possible.
Step 9. Clean data and conduct your 
analysis with software of choice (R, 
STATA, SPSS).
An auction participant from Bolikhamxay, Lao PDR 
carries a cassava stem bundle (Alliance).
Methods that can be combined 
with experimental auctions
Household surveys. A WTP model can include many variables; a good 
survey accompanying your auctions is key to having solid variables to 
select from.
Means-end-chains. Auctions can give you the ‘what’ – how much value 
people place on different traits, but means-end-chains can provide the 
‘why’ – what it is about those characteristics that give them that perceived 
value.
Focus group discussions and village histories. To contextualize the setting 
of each place and understand historical influences on price-setting.
Gender
At the simplest level, gendered bidding behavior can be compared directly. 
More complex possibilities include separating auctions by gender, or 
interviewing both members of a household to understand intra-household 
dynamics.
A common sight in Champassak, Lao PDR: men sit together at one side of the temple, women on the other side. However, 
in this case no significant gendered differences were found between bids (E. Delaquis / Alliance).
Limitations of experimental auctions
Implementing auctions well requires a good understanding of the theory 
behind it. Otherwise, the auction staff can easily influence participants’ 
behavior or be confused about how to answer participants’ questions.
Auction staff should engage in ‘cheap talk’ to minimize the excitement level, 
or bids can become artificially inflated.
The same script should ideally be used every time. Of course, this 
challenging in the field one often encounters differences in comprehension.
Main advantages of experimental 
auctions
Obtains price information 
considered to be more realistic 
than methods like simple surveys, 
and is flexible to be deployed in 
both existing and potential market 
scenarios.
Recent use cases:
• Assessing farmers’ willingness 
to pay for quality potato seed in 
Tanzania. HERE
• Willingness to pay for disease-
screened and labeled clean 
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